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Consumers and the environment seem to be on a 
collision course 

• Consumerism 
– Preoccupation with getting and spending 
– Insatiable wants 
– Belief that economic and social prosperity depends 

on growth in consumer spending 
 

• Consumer appetites are draining the planet 
– Degradation of natural resources, global warming, 

pollution, exploitation of cheap world-wide labor 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consumerism as a cultural trait. It looks like we need to change consumption to reduce use of fossil fuels and save the planet. What if we approached it the other way around? What if what’s good for the consumer meets what’s good for the environment? To find what’s good for the consumer, start with positive psychology.



Positive Psychology: the study of 
happiness, well-being and quality of life 

     

What really brings happiness in the consumer 
domain of life? 
– Is it more money to buy more possessions? 
– Is it living in luxury? 
– Is it being admired for one’s worldly goods? 
– Not. 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The fate of desired possessions is typically to spike with happiness, and then fade into background; on to the next even better acquisition. “Possess to impress” may not satisfy personal needs and can lead to overspending.



Do we consume in ways that support basic 
psychological needs? 
 – Competence, autonomy, relationships (Ryan & Deci) 

– Pleasure, engagement, meaning, relationships, 
autonomy (Seligman) 

– Self-acceptance, personal growth, environmental 
mastery, purpose in life, positive relations, autonomy 
(Ryff) 

How can money and possessions further these needs? 
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Ryan, R.M., & Deci, E.L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68-78.
Seligman, M.E.P. (2012). Flourish. NY: Free Press.
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Qualities of Consumer Well-Being 
 1. Low materialism 

• Materialism (Richins & Dawson) 
– Acquisition as a central life goal 
– Belief that possessions bring happiness 
– Belief that self-worth depends on material success 

 

• Materialism undermines well-being 
– The have-want gap and the hedonic treadmill 
– The less materialistic are happier and more satisfied with life 

 

 Better for the environment? yes 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Probably the most powerful consumer effect for happiness (low materialism) and unhappiness (high materialism)

The pursuit of money and possessions takes time away from more personally fulfilling activities and social relationships.
Richins, M.L., & Dawson, S. (1992). A consumer values orientation for materialism and its measurement: Scale development and validation. Journal of Consumer Research, 19 (December), 303-316.




2. Thrift 
 • Money conservation, thrift and frugality capture this 

dimension. 
• Frugality means conserving resources as well as 

money. 
• Frugal people are more satisfied with life, generally. 
• Psychological principle: the bad outweighs the good. 

Therefore avoiding the negatives of debt and constraint 
diminishes unhappiness. 

Better for the environment? yes 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Materialists can have improved well-being if they are also thrifty, i.e., value seekers and bargain hunters. Compulsive consumers, the debt-ridden, impulse buyers, and those with unattainable material desires are likely to suffer low well-being.

Chancellor, J., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2014). Money for happiness: The hedonic benefits of thrift. In M. Tatzel (Ed.), Consumption and well-being in the material world. NY: Springer. 
Tatzel, M. (2014). Value seekers, big spenders, non-spenders, and experiences: Consumption, personality, and well-being. In M. Tatzel (Ed.), Consumption and well-being in the material world. NY: Springer. 



Happiness from doing vs. having 
3. Changing activities vs. changing material circumstances brings more 

lasting happiness 
 

 Better for the environment? Probably 
 

4. More happiness from spending on experiences than spending on 
material objects. Experiences: 

– live on in memory 
– are incomparable 
– are often shared with others 
– are more central to the self, part of our biography 
– need not be resource intensive, can be free  

 Better for the environment? Maybe 
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We get more happiness from what we do than what we have. Hike in the woods instead of the mall.

Sheldon, K.M., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2006). Achieving sustainable gains in happiness: Change your actions, not your circumstances. Journal of Happiness Studies, 7, 55-86.
Carter, T.J., & Gilovich, T. (2014). Getting the most for the money: The hedonic returns on experiential and material purchases. In M. Tatzel (Ed.), Consumption and well-being in the material world. NY: Springer.





Money and Happiness 

5. Money not that important for happiness 
– Except for the very poor 
– Advantage of money levels off @ $75,000 (2010) 
 

Better for the environment? Yes 
 

6. Less income inequality (Gini coefficient) 
 

– Happier society 
– Less materialistic (more attainable standard of “success”) 
– Work fewer hours 
 

Better for the environment? Yes 
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Happiness advantage of money doesn’t disappear, but it takes more and more to make any difference.
Kahneman, D. & Deaton, A., (2010, September 21). High income improves evaluation of life but not emotional well-being. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 107(38), 16489-16493. www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1011492107. Accessed 12 Sept 2012.

Cooling the consumption-driven economy: working less and consuming less is better for the environment and overall better for humans too. 
Income inequality, with fabulously rich people, defines a standard of success that is unattainable and leads us to try to approach it, along with working more and spending more.
Oishi, S., Kesebir, S., & Diener, E. (2011). Income inequality and happiness. Psychological Science, 22, 1095-1100.
Seaford, C. (2014). Happy planet, happy economy, happy consumers? In M. Tatzel (Ed.), Consumption and well-being in the material world. NY: Springer.




Personality for Happiness 
7. Be intrinsically motivated 
 

– Cultivate one’s talents more than money 
– Cultivate relationships more than fame 

 

     Better for the environment? Most likely 
 

8. Have an independent (vs interdependent) sense of self 
 

– Don’t care that much what others think of your possessions. 
 

     Better for the environment? Probably 
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Intrinsic motivation: self-development, good relationships, helping others (community feeling), autonomy. Extrinsic motives: wealth and fame. Kasser, T. (2002). The high price of materialism. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Singelis, T.M. (1994). The measurement of independent and interdependent self-construals. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 20, 580-591.

Self-construal in relation to happiness is more complex than intrinsic/extrinsic motivation. I found an independent self-construal is positively related to happiness and well-being. But an interdependent self-construal is not related, or maybe slightly negatively related, to well-being. We are happier following our own star than living up to the expectations of others. This includes being non-materialistic, as materialism is a type of conformity.



Less is more: 
Consumer traits that promote well-being and that can be 

better for the environment. 
 

– Don’t be materialistic 
– Be thrifty 
– Focus more on doing than having 

• Change activities rather than material circumstances 
• Spend on experiences over possessions 

– Don’t care overly about money 
– Live in a society with low income inequality 
– Be intrinsically motivated 
– Be independent 
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